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and duty. The unwearied attention you have bestowed on my

medical education ; the parental anxiety you have ever evinced in

the progress of my studies, and the innumerable kind offices I have

received at your hand, have left impressions on my mind which the

lapse of time can never efface.

I should do injustice to my feelings, were I, only, to mention the

benefits I have derived from your superintending care.—My fellow

students have been equally indebted to your kindness and instruc-

tions. My own sensations are in perfect unison with those of every

pupil, whose education has been completed under your auspicious

guidance.

To expatiate on those qualities which confer reputation on merit,

and dignity on worth ; which soften the asperities of learning, and

elevate and refine the social charms of life, is a pleasing and grateful

employment. Rarely, indeed, are accomplishments so excellent

united in a single character. To have been intimately acquainted

with such an individual ; to have observed the commanding supe-

riority of his intellectual endowments ; to have been conversant

with those mild and benevolent virtues of his heart, which enforce

respect and conciliate affection ; to have been conducted through the

intricate paths of science ; and, to have profited by the experience

of such a guide, as it lias been the fortune, so shall it be the pride

and boast of my future life.

J. W. FRANCIS.





PREFACE.

An attempt has been made in the folloiving pages,

to exhibit a concise account of the natural and me-

dical history of Mercury : to found the theory of

its curative action upon principles believed to be less

liable to objection than those upon which it has hi-

therto been explained: and to offer some observa-

tions on the mercurial practice, now more generally

employed by the physicians of this country, in the

treatment of certain diseases. With regard to thefirst

of these objects, little has been said on the natural his-

tory of this metal, in order that the otherpart, its medical

history, might be considered at greater length. The

subject is, indeed, extremely interesting, and might of

itself easily be made to occupy a volume. All, however,

that is embraced in these pages, are the principal ccras

orperiods in whichparticular alterations and improve-

ments were made, either in the principles or practice of

those who had recourse to this remedy. But to do this

only was a task of some difficulty, and required an ex-

tensive examination of authorities, and some care in

selecting those to which a preference ought to be given,

particularly when it was perceived how materially wri-

ters of equal celebrity differed as to certainpreparations,

both with regard to the time when, and the individuals

by whom they were adopted. As to the second object,

the theory ofthe curative action ofmercury, which is now

first made public, it was originally suggested in the lec->

lures on the materia medica delivered by the author's
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preceptor. Believing il topossess superior claims to atten-

tion, as being consonant to what every day's experience

presents, and calculated to lead to important improve-

ments in practice, in addition to thefacts and reasoning

with which it was accompanied, the author has offered,

from various sources, such others as seemed to him still

stronger to confirm its correctness. The third object

has been to examine into the effects of mercury on the

body in its metallic state, to point out the inexpediency of

pursuing the mercurial practice in certain febrile dis-

eases, and to recommend some alteration in the treat-

ment of a disease of acknowledged specific contagion.

It will be seen by those who shall at any time peruse

these pages, that in every instance reference has been made

to the original sources whence anyfacts or opinions have

been taken ; and the author has to declare, that his only

motivefor so doing was to present, asfar as practicable,

the original authorities upon which suchfacts or opinions

are supported : besides, he confesses that he has ever en-

tertained the idea, that the intellectual property of an
individual is as sacred as the wealth he may have ac-

quired, and that there exists no more right to deprive

him of the one than to rob him of the other.

New-York, May 13th, 1811,



AN

INAUGURAL DISSERTATION

ON

MERCURY.

Introduction.

The limits usually prescribed to an inaugural dis-

sertation, necessarily preclude the idea of discussing

this subject in all its relations. Omitting to detail the

general properties of mercury, as found in a native

state, and its various combinations with other sub-

stances, which are generally detailed at some length

in the several works on chemistry and mineralogy,

the writer will proceed to the more immediate objects

of this exercise, which are to consider the curative

action of this remedy and its abuse as an article of

the materia, medica. Previously, however, it may be

proper to give some account of its natural and medi-

cal history.

2



10

Natural and Medical History of Mercury,

Mercury, though a rare product of nature in com-

parison with other mineral substances, is yet perhaps

more frequently found in the bowels of the earth

than is generally supposed. The most celebrated

mines which produce it are those of Idria, Hungary,

Bohemia, and Carinthia ;* those of France, especial-

ly near Montpellier, and of Normandy ; those of Al-

maden, in Spain, and of Guanvelica, in Peru.f In its

fluid or native state it is often found interspersed

through other metals ; more frequently in conjunc-

tion with sulphur, in the form of cinnabar, from which

it requires no intermediate body to separate it. At

Idria it is found united with bitumen, and Sage has

obtained it in the state of an oxide.J

At what particular period the first knowledge of

this metal may be dated, or the time in which it was

originally employed in the treatment of diseases, re-

mains uncertain. In the writings of Hippocrates,

frequent mention is made of several metallic ores,

but the name of mercury does not occur :$ hence it

* Brown's Travels. Harris' Collection of Voyages and Travels, ed.

1748. vol
. 2. p. 784. S»c. Juncker. Conspect. Cherti. 4to. p. 983. CronstedtV

Mineral, vol. 2. p. 586.

f Raynal's East and West-Indies, vol. 3. p. 119.

$ Le Grange's Chemistry, art. Mercury.

§ See also James' Medical Dictionary, vol. 2.
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may be inferred, that in his time it was not consider*

ed an article of the materia medica, as the employ-

ment of so active a remedy could scarcely have es-

caped the notice of so intelligent and profound an

observer. Aristotle, however, who flourished about

forty years after Hippocrates, and Theophrastus, his

most distinguished pupil, were acquainted with it.

The former, treating of the peculiar character of

bodies, in Lib. IV. Meteorologicorum, notices mer-

cury j* and the latter, in his History of Stones, states

that it has its uses, and details a process for obtaining

it pure from native cinnabar.f Dioscorides, whose

fondness for the products of the vegetable kingdom

led him to hold in little estimation those of the mine-

ral, ascribes pernicious effects to it in medicine ;J and

the elder Pliny, under the appellation of the vomica

liquoris aeternis, declares that it has the quality of poi-

soning all things.^ These opinions of the nature of

mercury, entertained by Dioscorides and Pliny, no

vr>i«av $epf<.ov xxi yrn, otov jut Ajj -xxt yfavw llnirtp ^iovrx yap t<r]i xxt

oc-x iiS'XTOi fitv «££<> «S< ^£ 5r/«ev uipos, Xti'zrip ro tXxio») text xpyvpei

%vtos, xxi « n yM<r%£ov, etov i|aj xxi 7Ctev*. Aristot. Opel*, vol. 1.

p. 816. ed. 1597.

\ Hill's Theophrastus, p. 232.

* Vim pernicialem habet, suo enim pondere interna perrodit. Diosco*

rides, as quoted in Alston's Mat. Medica, vol. 1.

§Est et lapis in his venis, cujus vomica liquoris aeternis, argentum vivum

appellator, venenum rerum omnium. Plinii, lib. 33. cap. 6. p. 702.
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doubt influenced Galen to consider it highly corro-

sive, and rank it among the class of poisons, for it does

not appear that he ever made trial of it himself.*

Notwithstanding the authors already mentioned

had thus decidedly spoken of the destructive effects of

mercury, and that their writings were already exten-

sively circulated among the Arabians, who embraced

with great zeal the then prevailing Galenical doc-

trines, yet some of the most distinguished physicians

of the Arabian school were among the foremost who

dared to call in question their correctness in this re-

spect. Believing this metal to be not merely harm-

less, but calculated to do much good in the treatment

of diseases, they recommended its use externally ;f

and in the form of ointment, united with various in-

gredients, it was employed in cutaneous affections, as

herpes, impetigo, psora, &c. Shortly after this pe-

riod, Avicenna having observed that even when in-

wardly taken it caused no injurious effects, and that

by its weight it made a free passage through the body,J

* Uydragyros, argentum vivum. Non est sponte nascentibus medica-

mentis, sed ex iis quae parantur ; veluti psimmythium, aerugo, psoricum,

lithargyros. Caeterum interimatne, deuorarum aut admotum extrinsecus

nondumfeci pericuhim. Galeni de Simp. Med. Facul. lib. ix p. 551. See

also the Pharmacologia Anti-Empirica of Harris, p. 94.

I Primi omnium medici Arabes ausi sint mercurium exterius adhibere.

Astruc. de Morb. Ven. 4to. vol. 1. p. 156.

* Argentum vivum plurimum qui bibunt, non laeduntur eo ; egreditur

cnim cum dispositione sua per inferiorem regionem. Mead's Medical
Works, vol. 1. p. 104
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the practice now became to give it in the quantity of

pounds in affections of the intestinal canal and in cases

of difficult labour ; little attention being bestowed to

find out the particular cause of the disease.

Matthiolus and Brassavolus gave it to children af-

fected with worms, in doses from two to twenty grains,

and always, it is stated, with some success.* In cases

of difficult labour, it was administered with the same

result. Similar facts are still farther supported by

Fallopius and Fernelius, the latter of whom has wit-

nessed pounds of crude mercury given to induce

abortion.f Equally large doses were administered

in the iliac passion.

The external use of mercury, in the mean time,

was not neglected, either by the Arabians, or by

others who became reconciled to the opinion of its

salutary tendency. On the authority of Dr. Friend,

J

it is declared, that friar Theoderic induced by his un-

guents so profuse a salivation, that the " humours

flowed like a river," Avhich was considered a certain

evidence of its successful employment ; and this ap-

pears to have been not unfrequently the practice of

that time. Thus at that early period there were those

who were decidedly opposed to the introduction of

* James' Medical Dictionary, vol. %

\ Vidi mulieres qui libras ejus biberunt ut abortum facerent, et sine

noxa- Ego exhibeo in vermibus puerorum et nullum parit symptomata,

solum necantur vermes. Fernelius. Alston's IVfat. Med. vol.1.

i Alston's Mat. Med. vol. 1. p. 82
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mercury as an article of the materia medica ; others,

again, who confined its use solely in external applica-

tions ; and a third class, who were the strenuous ad-

vocates for its liberal use internally.

About the time that the Arabian physicians first no-

ticed the effects ofmercury as an article of medicine,

what may be called the golden age of alchemy had

already commenced, and of the many subjects of ex-

amination to which the philosophers of that sect direct-

ed their attention, and of which they conceived the

greatest hopes, the most conspicuous was mercury.

Believing it to be the basis and matter of all metals,*

that by subtilizing, purifying and digesting it, it might

be converted into pure gold, they subjected it to every

practicable process, in their researches after the philo-

sopher's stone.f The successful employment of this

metal by the chemists and Arabian physicians, and its

introduction in the treatment of lues venerea, in

1497,$ afforded still farther inducements to them to

extend their investigations ; and by the bold and vi-

gorous use of it, in conjunction with opium, Paracelsus

* Sperma metallorum, says Harris. Pharm. Anti-Empir. p. 93.

f Si medicamentis relictis progredior ad alchymiam : in hujus assecla-

rum tantum, non omnium ore crepat quotidie mercurius, dum alii in illo

veram lapidis philosophici materiam hserere credunt alii ad minimum in

metallorum arte transmutatoria felicem eventum sibi promittunt : imo,

quod non negandum, e plurimis talia tentantibus uni alterique aliquando
licet esse tarn felici, ut quod optat obtineat, quod Theoph. Paracelsi, et

attoram exempla evincunt. Acta Erudit. Dec. II. anno viii. p. 339.
i Sprengel. Cabanis' Sketch of Medical Science, p. 416.
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and Van Helmont made known a practice far more

successful than that of their predecessors, and effected

cures altogether beyond the power of the Galenical

schools.

Passing over the contentions relative to mercury

which existed among the chemists and Galenists, it

may be sufficient to observe, that with the prevalence

of that class of diseases vaguely denominated leprous,

and the extension of the lues venerea, the use of this

remedy became gradually more extensive, and was

considered among the most valuable as well as active

articles ofthe materia medica. The variety of opinion

relative to it, which agitated the writers of the seven-

teenth and eighteenth centuries, have a more immedi-

ate connection with the advantages of certain prepa-

rations, and the theory of their operation. Of these

authors, the most conspicuous were Hoffman, Syden-

ham, Boerhaave, and Van Swieten ; besides several

other writers of lesser note.* It ought not to be left

unnoticed in the history of this medicine, that the face-

tious Dr. Dover, believing it to be a valuable remedy in

affections of the stomach and in other diseases, warm-

ly recommended its use in a crude state. To take an

ounce of quicksilver every morning he declared to be

the most beneficial thing in the world; and in 1731

and 32, it became " fashionable" in London and in

* See the ActaEruditor. Acta Oiiriosor. and the Fphrmer. Natv.r. Cu

riosorum
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Edinburgh to take that quantity every morning for

several weeks.*

The medical history of mercury closes with its ex-

tensive use in the diseases of warm climates; more

particularly in the malignant fevers of the tropics, as

introduced by Dr. Chisholm,f and the practice subse-

quently adopted by the North-American physicians.J

Of the Curative Action of Mercury.

Numerous and discordant are the opinions which

have been maintained by professional men, of the cu-

rative action of mercury in the treatment of disease

;

and upon an examination into the history of this me-
dicine, the most superficial observer will perceive

that they all have a relation more or less correspond-

ing with the prevailing theories and physiological

knowledge of the times. Upon the first introduction

of mercury as an article of medicine, when it was
administered in its metallic state it was supposed to

overcome all obstructions by its specific gravity.

Upon its more general and successful employment

» Edin. Med. Essays and Observ. vol. 3. p. 347. Cullen's Mat. Medica,
vol. 2. p. 250.

f Essay on the Malignant Pestilential Fever.

* Rush's Works. Mitchill and Miller's Medical Repos itory. Miller'*
Retrospect of the Eighteenth Century, &c
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by Paracelsus and others, its action was readily ex-

plained according to the crude and absurd notions of

the chemists. After this period its operation, in

common with other remedies, was successively eluci-

dated agreeably to the opinions of the humoral

pathologists, and the corpuscularian doctrines of the

mechanical physicians. Its peculiar action, however,

in the treatment of lues venerea, has been more es-

pecially the subject of consideration among the most

distinguished authors who have written on that dis-

ease as well as of those who have treated of the ma-

teria medica. In not a few instances, it has given

birth to the most fanciful and erroneous ideas, rela-

tive to the pathology and functions of the human

system. Even the great Boerhaave, who acquired

and appropriated to his own use the knowledge of

all preceding ages, who " examined systems by ex-

periments, and formed experiments into systems,"*

believing the venereal disease to be seated in the cel-

lular and adipose membrane, conceived its cure was

to be effected by melting down the adipose substance

by salivation.f And at the present day, after the

more recent and popular theories of Mr. John Hun-

ter and of Mr. Benjamin Bell, the modus operandi of

* Johnson's Life of Boerhaave, Works, vol. 15

f Prxlectiones Acad, de Lue Venerea.
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this medicine remains a question far from being de-

cided.

Aware of the many difficulties which occur in ac-

counting for the curative action of mercury in the

treatment of disease, the writer does not presume to

suppose he can remove the obscurity in which this

subject is involved : but as the theory of its operation

will be the more readily understood in connection

with its effects upon the body, it seems necessary

that they should be briefly mentioned. Passing over

the still more recent and more fanciful opinions en-

tertained on this subject, by Doctors Girtanner, Bed-

does, Thornton, and others, a few remarks may first

be offered, perhaps with some advantage, upon the re-

spective productions of Mr. Hunter and of Mr. Bell ;

without the least view, however, to disparage the in-

tellectual labours and numerous scientific discove-

ries of the former, or the great practical sagacity

and eminent professional services of the latter.

Mr. Hunter, entertaining the opinion that no two
morbid actions can exist in the system at the same
time, maintained that the salutary effects of mercury
depended upon its producing an action incompatible

with that which already existed ; counteracting the
venereal irritation by producing another of a differ-

ent kind.* This hypothesis, whether it be correct

* Hunter on the Venereal Disease, 4to. p. 345.
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or not, is irreconcilable with another principle which

Mr. Hunter has elsewhere adopted ; that the venereal

disease often becomes the immediate cause of other

disorders, by calling forth latent tendencies into ac-

tion, as he here admits the co-existence of two distinct

actions. " I have seen, in many cases," says he, " the

tendency so very strong, that it has taken place be-

fore the venereal has been entirely subdued."* If the

salutary effects of mercury depended upon its produ-

cing irritation, then other medicines acting as irritants

would occasion similar happy effects. But the pre-

mises on which this ingenious author proceeds cannot

be granted. " The removal of venereal action by

mercurial action (to quote the language of an able

critic) is gradual and progressive ; the mercurial must

therefore exist along with the venereal, until the latter

is entirely overcome ; and if these actions Avere not

at certain periods co-existent, the cure must be ac-

complished in a moment, or it could not be accom-

plished at all."f

The theory supported by Mr. Bell, that mercury

acts as an antidote in the cure of the venereal disease,

is no less untenable than that of Mr. Hunter. The

experiment, which he has considered as decisive, of

the matter of lues venerea on being mixed with tritu-

* Hunter, ut antea, p. 26.

\ f London Med. Review, vol. 1. p. 20?
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rated mercury becoming inert, and consequently in-

capable of producing disease, can be admitted only

as a species of chemical agency upon inorganized

materials, and will by no means apply to the organized

animate body. The assumption that such an opera-

tion takes place in the human system is altogether

gratuitous. If, again, the principle just stated were

true, the successful treatment of this disease would

uniformly depend upon the quantity of mercury ad-

ministered. But this would lead to the adoption of

a practice at variance with the experience of several

very eminent writers, and one which Mr. Bell himself

thinks proper to guard against •* and indeed the very

small quantity of corrosive sublimate which is neces-

sary to effect a cure, renders it almost certain, as re-

marked by Dr. Cullen,f that mercury does not cure

the disease by being an antidote to the poison. The
arguments in support of this theory, derived from the

operation of mercury when locally applied, are not to

be considered as of any importance, for the disease

can be removed by such remedies only as produce a

general action upon the whole constitution, the me-
dium through which the morbid matter is diffused,

and upon which it exerts its destructive influence.

Mercury, in the state of an oxide, is one of the most
universal stimulants. Its action, though primarily

• Bell on the Venereal, vol. 2. p. 259.

f Cullen's Mat. Med. vol. 2. p. 254.
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on the nervous system, is communicated to every

fibre of the body, and produces a degree of restless-

ness, anxiety, and debility. When taken into the

system, it manifests itself by a quickened circulation,

gives the blood the disposition to take on the buffy

coat when drawn, renders the pulse frequent and

harder, increases respiration, excites the temperature

of the body, occasions a whitish fur on the tongue,

and other symptoms of general inflammatory action.

Its effects upon the secretions is still more apparent,

producing a preternatural flow of saliva, an increased

action of the mucous vessels of the trachea, lungs,

digestive organs, chylopoietic viscera, and whole in-

testinal canal. It excites a copious discharge of

urine, and in the smallest quantity operates with great

certainty on the skin. In its thus extensive influence

on the body, it produces a consequently increased

action of the absorbent vessels.

These may be considered the more ordinary sensi-

ble effects of mercury, and from its very general and

stimulant operation in promoting the excretories of

the whole system, depends its curative action. For

the same salutary effects will not be produced when

its action is not thus extensive ; as when its operation

is confined to the salivary glands, or when it exerts

its influence on the intestinal canal alone.* That its

* See Swediaur. Vage, in Lond. Med. and Phys. Journal, and others.
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medical virtues depend principally upon its operation

on the exhalent vessels of the skin, at the same time

that it operates upon the other emunctories of

the body, is still farther evinced by the supe-

rior benefit which is derived from certain pre-

parations of this metal which are known to ope-

rate almost exclusively in producing diaphoresis;

as the combinations of it with the marine acid in the

form of the corrosive sublimate. Proofs of a like

nature may be drawn from the action of those reme-

dies which are often united with mercury, for the

more advantageous treatment of the venereal dis-

ease, as antimony, guiacum, sarsaparilla, opium, &c.

Again, experience has uniformly shown, that if the

action of mercury in causing diaphoresis be aided

by a proper regard to temperature, food, and regi-

men, its salutary effects are greatly increased : and

if its operation be prevented or suppressed by irre-

gularities in diet, or from exposure to cold, they are

greatly diminished.

It is not at all contended for in this place, that mer-

cury induces a peculiar morbid state of the fluids,

such as some of the older authors denominated dis-

solved, and which a late writer of the same school

terms a " putridity sui generis,"* and that in this

* Howard. See his Observ. on Ven. Dis. Lond. 1806.
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manner it throws out offensive matter, and effects its

salutary ends ; but inasmuch as it produces a quick-

ened action of the blood vessels, and a consequent

increase of all the secretions, it may justly be consi-

dered a most powerful alterative ; and as it possesses

in a special degree the property of exciting the excre-

tory vessels of the skin, intestinal canal, and kidneys,

it prevents that peculiar operation from taking place

upon the absorption of a specific matter into the sys-

tem, which is termed by several practical writers the

assimilating process.* That certain specific morbid

matters, when introduced into the system, do assimi-

late to their own peculiar nature the human fluids,

though often in a gradual and always imperceptible

manner, is still very obvious to the senses, from its

effects in cases of variolous infection, and in other

diseases of specific contagion.f

* See the experiments of Pringle and Alexander, Cruickshank on the

Absorbents, Cullen's First Lines, and Walker on the Small Pox.

j Hosack's MS. Lectures on the Materia Medica, (penes me.) See

also Walker on the Small Pox, chap. IV. Swediaur on the Venereal, an<i

Hunter, ut anten.
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Of the Effects of Mercury in its native stale, and of its

Abuse in certain Diseases.

Having given some account of the medical history

of mercury, and attempted to explain the curative

operation of this medicine, before proceeding to no-

tice its general and indiscriminate use as an article of

the materia medica, and the consequent morbid ef-

fects of which it is productive, some few observations

may be introduced relative to its action upon those

individuals who employ it in the various mechanical

arts, or who are themselves engaged in the working

of mercurial mines.

Among the earliest authors who have bestowed at-

tention on this subject, were George Agricola, who

noticed the destructive effects of mercury on the

human constitution in his work on minerals, and

Johannes Francis Fernelius, a contemporary writer,

in his treatise on lues venerea, whose respective pro-

ductions appeared in the early part of the sixteenth

century. The latter author makes known the case

of a goldsmith, who, upon imprudently exposing

himself to the vapour of quicksilver, " became stupid,

lethargic, and quite dumb."* Similar to this is the

* Fernelius de Luc Vener. p. 590. Aston Mat. Med. vol. l.p. 80
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declaration ofBoyle, who observes that death has been

occasioned from the same cause.* Besides these authors

maybe mentioned the Jesuit Aeosta,f Fabricius Hil-

danus,$ and Bernadin Ramazzani.^ Among the conse-

quences attendant on those who work in mercury, or

are exposed to its fumes, Hoffman states palsies, apo-

plexies, epilepsies, hectic fever, &c.|| PaulusZaccheus,

in his legal medicine, enters at length into the consi-

deration of the effects of mercury in its native state

;

and not only declares his own opinion of their perni-

cious nature, but adduces arguments in confirmation,

from some of the early Arabian writers, and enume-

rates the diseases caused by the fumes of this metal

;

he adds, the same Avieenna declares.** " M. Jussiau,"

says Dr. Alley, " in a paper on the working of the

quicksilver mines of Almaden, in Spain, published in

1719, mentions the appearance of pustules over the

whole body as a consequence of a contact with the

mineral, even in its metallic state, together with

tumours of the parotids, aphthae, and salivations."ff

* Works, vol. 3. p. 330 fol. ed. 1744.

f Discourse of Quicksiluer, of the Mynes and Worke, and what is requi*

site for that subject. Purchas his Pilgrimes, vol. 3. p. 947-8.

i Observat. et Curat. Chirurtr. cent. v.

§ De Morbis Artific. p. 491.

fl Dissert. Metallurgy, morbif. Rational. Systemat. vol. 2. ed. 1729.

** Ut idem Avieenna testatur. Quest. Medico-leg-al. lib. 11. p. 212.

?d. 1688.

ft Observat. on Hydragyria, p. iv.

4



26

To the authors already mentioned might be added

many others of more modern date, whose declarations

are in unison with what has been just advanced ; but

a general reference to their works must suffice. See

the respective publications of Dr. Mead,* M. Sau-

vages,f Dr. Brown,J and the Abbe Raynal.$

The writer cannot, however, forbear to introduce

on this subject, the remarks of Professor Gmelin, of

Goettingen, as contained in his Apparatus Medica-

minum, a recent performance of the German press.

They are the result of extensive examination, and pos-

sess additional claims to attention from the autho-

rities he has adduced in support of their correctness.

" Neque dubius est mercurii in nervos effectus, funes-

tus omnino, ut ea certe forma veneni nomine dignissi-

mus sit, si halitus specie per nares et os corpus ingre-

diatur, ita ut non tremores modo artuum experiantur,

v. gr. metallici, qui in fodinis, in quibus mercurius vir-

gineus occurrit, operantur : chirurgi qui in mercurio

per frictionem adplicando desudant, et ii qui, e. g. in

officinis venetis mercurii cum stanno mistura vitri su-

perficiem illinunt, sed alii quoque artifices, qui ser-

* Medical Works, vol. 1. p. 106.

f Nosolog. Method, vol. 1. p. 558. (ed. 1768.)

'

r Travels, Harris' Collect, vol. 2. ut antea.

$ East and West-Indies, vol. 3. p. 144.
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gentibus ex igne mercurii vaporibus sese exponunt,

potissimum aurifabri, qui in deaurandis ignis auxilio

aliis metallis versantur, turn asthmati, turn paralysi

artuum, et apoplexise praesertim valde sint obnoxii,

neque rara adeo sint exempla hominum, ab inspira-

tis exitiosis his halitibus mortem repentinam obeun-

tium."*

The preceding opinion relative to the destructive

effects resulting from the fumes of mercury, though

grounded upon such weighty testimony, has been re-

jected by a late and eminent writer, the Baron de

Humboldt ; who attributes the pernicious conse-

quences which ensue from the working of mines of

that metal, to the excessive labour the individuals en-

gaged in this employment undergo. " From live to

six thousand persons," says he, " are employed in

the amalgamation of the minerals, or the preparatory

labour. A great number of these individuals pass

their lives in walking barefooted over heaps of brayed

metal, moistened and mixed with muriate of soda,

sulphate of iron, and oxide of mercury, by the con-

tact of atmosphere and the solar rays. It is a remark-

able phenomenon to see these men enjoy the most

perfect health "f He also declares, that a part of the

inhabitants, at Guanaxuato, drink the very water in

* Apparal. Medicam. (regnum minerale complectens.) vol. 2. p. 22.

f Political Fssay on the Kingdom ofNew-Spain, vol. l.p. 127. Lond. 1S10
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which the amalgamation has been purified without

feeling any injury from it.

There is no doubt that certain circumstances are

required to induce the morbid operation of mercury,

even in this state, but these circumstances are of

the very nature of those observed by the Baron

himself. It is requisite that the metal undergo a

minute subdivision, in order to exercise a pernicious

tendency upon the body ; a principle declared by

Hoffman, and ably illustrated by Dr. Mitchill, the

ingenious and learned professor of natural history in

the university of New-York.* In corroboration of

this remark, maybe stated, the very recent occurrence

which took place on board two vessels, the Triumph
and Phipps, in which, from the fumes of quicksilver,

an alarming illness broke out among the crews, all of

whom were more or less salivated.f Reasoning from
analogy, a like conclusion may be drawn from the

effects of other metallic ores.J The facts, too, ob-

served by Robert Boyle,£ which are diametrically

opposed to the latter declaration of Humboldt, mio-ht

be here added, had not this part of the subject already

been extended to too great a length. It remains with

* MS. Notes of Mitchill's Lectures, (penes me.)

J Edin. Med. and Surg. Journal, vol. 6. p. 513.

* See Franklin's Letter to Vaughan, Works, vol. 3. p. 398. Phil. 1808.

§ Boyle on the strange subtility ofEffluvium, Works, fol. cd. vol. 3. p. SIT.



the reader to decide, whether the evidence advanced

affords a sufficient refutation of the observations of

the Baron.

The materia medica contains not an article in the

employment of which there are more circumstances

deserving consideration, than those connected with or

attendant upon the use of mercury. This remark

with nearly equal force applies to all the various

forms in which this powerful remedy is, at the present

day, administered ; and he who ventures to depend

upon the successful operation of this medicine, with-

out a due regard to the age, sex, and particular con-

stitution of the patient ; the diagnostic symptoms and

stage of the disease ; the previous treatment that may

have been pursued ; climate, and temperature ; will

not only subject himself to frequent disappointments,

and hazard the safety of his patient, but most de-

servedly become the object of severe crimination.

The whole history of mercury, in the numerous and

complicated diseases in which it is employed, justifies

the correctness of this assertion ; and would it not far

exceed the limits proper for this place, abundant evi-

dence, derived from unquestionable sources, might

be here detailed.

Mercury, when taken into the system in considera-

ble quantity, either through the mouth or by ab-

sorption from the surface, acts with peculiar force

upon the stomach, inducing indigestion, loss of ap-



30

petite, nausea, and vomiting ; the functions of the

chylopoietic viscera become greatly disturbed, espe-

cially those of the liver ; and from its very powerful

effects upon the digestive organs, the whole intestinal

canal soon participates in the disorder. It exerts a no

less powerful influence upon all the secretory and

excretory vessels of the body, as in those of the

mouth and fauces, trachea, bronchia?, and lungs, and

not unlike the preparations of antimony, paralyses

the action of the minute and distant vessels, especially

those of the lymphatics. From this most general

operation, a languor of the whole system is produced,

the constitution at large becomes affected, and symp-

toms highly indicative of general derangement and

nervous irritability ensue. These effects, however,

are much more readily induced in particular indi-

viduals or habits of body than in others ; and as re-

marked before, an intimate relation exists between
the operation of this medicine, and the age, sex, con-

stitution of the patient, temperature, &c.

A small dose ofcalomel, given in the infantile state,

has been followed by convulsions, and sanguineous

discharges from the alimentary canal.* In some in-

stances, the same preparation of mercury, in small

doses, has excited a preternatural action of the blood-

vessels, and haemorrhage from the lungs ; thus predis-

MS. Notes of Hosack's Lectures on the Mat. Med.
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posing to consumption, and ending in that disease ;

and in females of delicate habit, violent menorrhagia.

In certain constitutions it has given rise to symptoms

characteristic of dysentery, which havebeensucceeded

by a colliquative and fatal diarrhoea. Examples, too,

are not wanting, of a most profuse salivation, follow-

ed by extreme weakness and great prostration of

strength, being attendant upon the exhibition of but a

few grains of this medicine. Indeed, Dr. Ferriar re-

lates the case of a maniac, to whom even half a grain

of calomel proved a full dose.* Its peculiar effects

upon the minute and distant vessels of the absorbent

system, depending either upon the excitement induced

orupon the debility consequent thereon, are fully appa-

rent when the kinds of diseases which it occasions are

considered ; such as the several forms of dropsy, hy-

drocephalus, hydrothorax, and anasarca, and various

affections of the lymphatic and glandular system ; and

when this principle of its action is considered in its

full force, little doubt need be entertained, that of the

numerous causes which have been assigned for the

preternatural decay of teeth, mercury may be justly

reckoned a principal one.f

To these more ordinary ill effects attendant upon

the frequent and indiscriminate use of mercury, may

* Med. Hist, and Reflect, vol. 3. p. 256. See also Pearson on the effects

of various articles in the cure of the Lues Venerea, p xi\.

| See also Fo\ on Diseases of the Teeth, p. 108.
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be added the numerous disorders which it induces of

the nervous system, and of the intellectual functions

;

as, among the former, tremors, convulsions, epilepsy,

palsy, &c. A remarkable instance of this last disease

is related by Professor Hosack, as having occurred

in a child of this city, who, from the abuse of this

remedy, was altogether deprived of the use of its

limbs.* Of the derangements of the intellectual sys-

tem, might be mentioned the various affections of

the mind, from a state of vigilance to perfect mania

;

and not uncommonly an impaired state or total depri-

vation of one or more of the senses, as loss of sight,

loss of memory, loss of voice, and deafness. In the

case just noticed, so powerful were the effects of

mercury on the memory, that the child, although

able to read previous to its employment, was com-

pelled to relearn the letters of the alphabet. But

these facts, though of the greatest value, possess little

claim to novelty. Many of them were noticed by

practical observers, soon after the introduction of

this mineral as an article of medicine ; and at the

present day, as the importance of the subject has be-

come more manifest, it has deservedly acquired a

proportionably greater degree of attention. But
without further enlarging, in this general manner, the

catalogue of ills which originate from the abuse of

ATS. Notes on Lectures on the Mat. MecL
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mercury, it will probably be attended with more

practical advantage to consider the present fashion-

able employment of this remedy in the treatment of

particular diseases; and, for reasons which must

appear obvious, these remarks are necessarily con-

fined more especially to the practice pursued by the

physicians of our own country. And first of some

of the diseases belonging to the class denominated

febrile.

To the bold and vigorous practice adopted by the

celebrated Dr. Chisholm, in the cure of the malignant

pestilential or yellow fever which prevailed at Gre-

nada, and at other of the West-India islands, in 1793,

may be attributed the present general employment of

mercury in the treatment of all the various forms

of intermittent, remittent, and typhus fever in the

United States. This remedy, it is well known, was

Ions; before that time made use of, and often to a

considerable extent, in the treatment of the febrile

diseases of hot climates, and also in some diseases of a

like nature which prevailed in this country. Dr.

Warren, in his treatise, published in 1740, animad-

verts on the practice of giving calomel in inflammato-

ry fevers* Dr. Gilchrist, shortly after that period,

expresses a high opinion of the superior virtues of

mercury in the low state of fever, during the existence

* Treatise on the Malignant Fever of Barbadoes;.

5
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of inflammation.* Dr. Wright employed it in the

acute diseases of Jamaica, in 1764; and the same

remedy was resorted to by Dr. Chisholm himself, in

the cure of the yellow remitting fever which prevail-

ed at Grenada in 1 786. f In our own country, during

the existence of the sore-throat distemper, about the

year 1740, (a disease in some respects precisely of the

nature of the malignant yellow fever, according to

Dr. Chisholm,) frequent recourse was had to this

medicine, and in no small quantities, by Dr. Ogden,

of Long-Island.J

But though the remedy introduced in Grenada in

1793, was by no means new in the treatment of other

disorders, to which the malignant pestilential fever, in

many particulars, bore a strong resemblance, yet to

Dr. Chisholm exclusively belongs the credit of being

the first who adopted the novel practice of exhibiting

mercury to the great extent it is now employed in this

disease ; a practice to which he was led from the in-

effectual result of every other remedy, and from the

appearances he perceived in the two first bodies he

opened. In some cases, mercury, in the form of

calomel, was given to an almost incredible extent;

frequently to the amount of four hundred grains ; and

* Edin. Essays*nd Observ. Physical and Literary, vol. 3. p. 498

f Duncan's Med. Comment. Dec. I. vol. i. And viii.

i, Mitchill and Miller's Med. Rep. vol. 5. p. 9&
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during the existence of the same epidemic in subse-

quent years, sometimes no less than eight hundred,

and at other times upwards of one thousand grains

Were employed. But the success of this practice,

says Dr. Chisholm, " justified my temerity ;" and his

future experience and observation produced the ful-

lest conviction of its efficacy. An extraordinary in-

stance of the effects of mercury, in the treatment of

the yellow remitting fever, may be here noticed ; be-

fore any very material change took place in the st;„te

of the patient, " he had taken," says Dr. C. " sixty-

four grains of calomel by the mouth; thirty-four

drachms, or two thousand and forty grains, were ad-

ministered by clyster; and sixteen ounces of the

strongest mercurial ointment, or about three thousand

six hundred grains of triturated mercury, were care-

fully rubbed into his arms and thighs ; in all, five

thousand seven hundred and four grains, in the course

of five days. His recovery was astonishingly rapid

after the favourable change was effected."*

Every consideration conspires to induce the fullest

belief, that the mercurial practice was adopted by Dr.

Chisholm from the most laudable motives ; and the

Essay which he has offered to the world, while it af-

fords a luminous and faithful exhibition of the ravages

committed by a dreadful pestilence, and of the means

Essay on the Malignant Pestilential Perer, vol. 1. p. 476>
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employed to arrest its progress, presents the most un-

questionable evidence of superior intellect, united

to a heart equally alive to every ennobling senti-

ment, and zealous for the best interests of human
kind.

This digression on the practice of Dr. Chisholm

seemed proper and necessary ; as, upon the appear-

ance of the yellow fever, in the same year, in the city

of Philadelphia, though depletion by the lancet con-

stituted a chief part of the method of cure, the mer-

curial plan of treatment was also adopted. During
the prevalence of the same epidemic in 1794, in New-
Haven, Philadelphia, and Baltimore, the application

of this remedy became more general, particularly in

the last mentioned city ; not, however, without call-

ing forth the animadversions of some, who contended
that the principles upon which it was administered

were erroneous, and the practice itself pregnant
with mischief. But the nature of the present per-
formance forbids farther minuteness. Let it suffice
to observe, that upon the re-appearance of the yellow
fever in the various parts of the United States, at
every subsequent period, many eminent practitioners
had immediate recourse to the mercurial method,
which was pursued until salivation was excited; a
practice upon which they placed their chief reliance ;
while, on the other hand, no inconsiderable number
of medical men, of great professional reputation,
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adopted it but partially, and with great reluctance,

or indeed rejected it altogether.*

As to the success attendant upon the mercurial

practice in the yellow fever of this country, whatever

it might have been in comparison with that resulting

from any other method of treatment, it is abundantly

evident, from the mortality which occurred, that in

this respect here, as well as in the malignant fever of

the West-Indies, much room was left for improve-

ment.

The utility of the free employment of mercury in

the treatment of the yellow fever of the United

States, maybe well doubted; chiefly for the follow-

ing reasons

:

First. The climate of this country is singularly un-

favourable to the salutary operation of this medicine.

* See Professor Rush's several histories of the bilious yellow fever in

Philadelphia, in Med. Inq. and Obser. vol. 3 and 4. Drysdale's account of

the yellow fever of Baltimore in 1794, in Coxe's Medical Museum, vol. 1.

Monson's on the yellow fever of New-Haven in 1794, in Webster's Collect,

of Papers on the Bilious Fever. Smith's letters to Dr. Buel on the yellow

fever of New-York, in ditto. Bayley on the epidemic fever of New-York,

in 1795. Hosack on the yellow fever of New-York, in 1798 and 1799, in

Currie's Sketch of the Yellow Fever of Philadelphia in 1799. Rand on

the epidemic of Boston in 1798, in the Med. Repos. vol. 2. Caldwell on

the yellow fever of Philadelphia, in 1803 and 1805. Currie's respective

publications on the synochus icteroides. Wheaton on the yellow fever of

Providence, R. I. in Med. Repos. vol. 10. and other papers by different

American writers, in the same Journal.
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The frequent and uncertain transitions of the weather

from heat to cold, from dryness to humidity, while

they are often the cause of sudden and violent dis-

eases, which generally assume the inflammatory

character, they give the body a certain morbid pre-

disposition, that renders it unable to withstand the

influence of a mercurial course, which on the native

of a more southern and temperate atmosphere, would

at least prove not injurious, and probably successful.

However numerous and contradictory the reasons

assigned by pathologists may be, the fact itself can-

not be questioned ; though it does not seem to have

been duly regarded by those who were desirous of

establishing in this country the practice of the West-

India physicians.

Secondly. The morbid appearances, as they are

exhibited upon the dissection of individuals who have

died of the yellow fever in different parts of the Uni-

ted States, during its prevalence in different years,

furnish another argument against the extensive em-

ployment of mercury in this disease. As it is uni-

versally admitted that this remedy is a powerful

deobstruent, and indicated in all cases of local con-

gestion, particularly of the glandular system ; from a

supposition that this part of the body was especially

affected, implicit recourse was had to mercuiy. But
while the liver appears to be the most diseased organ

in those who die of yellow fever in the West-Indies,
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as Br. Chisholm and others have declared,* this im-

portant viscus seems to be in a remarkable degree

exempt from derangement, in those who have died of

the same disease in this country. Such was found to

be the case, in the fever of Philadelphia in 1793, by

Doctors Physic and Cathrall ;f in those who died of

the yellow fever in New-Haven in 1794, as remarked

by Dr. Monson ;$ in the fever of the same year in

Philadelphia, and in that of 1798, according to Dr.

Rush ;$ and again from the dissections made in the

same city in the epidemic of 1805, as made known by

Dr. Caldwell ;|| and by Dr. Lowber, in the Pennsyl-

vania hospital.** Exceptions, however, occurred in

the yellow fever of Boston in 1798.ff

As dissections thus show that congestion or in-

farction of the liver is of rare occurrence in the

yellow fever of this country, mercury, therefore, is

seldom serviceable on account of its specific action on

the hepatic system ; and the impropriety of inducing

salivation as a general remedy to remove glandular

obstructions, which rarely take place, upon the prin-

* Essay on the Malig. Pest. Fever, vol. 1. p. 351.

•j- Rush's Med. Inq. and Observ. vol. 3. p. 174. Cathrall's Sketch of the

Synochus Maligna, p. 70.

t Webster's Colkction on Bilious Fevers, p. 189.

§ Med. Inq. and Observ. vol. 3. p. 371. vol.4, p 77.

JJ
Essay on the Pestilential or Yellow Fever of Philad in 1805, p. 100.

** Phil. Med. Museum, vol. 5. p 16.

ft Hand and Warren's Account, Med. Rep. vol. 2. p. 540,
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ciple that they constitute the proximate cause of the

disease, is too striking to be overlooked. But there

are other circumstances which more directly contra-

indicate the indiscriminate use ofthis remedy in yellow

fever. The very nature and seat of the disease, as they

are characterized by symptoms which uniformly ac-

company it, and by numerous dissections, establish the

fact, that the brain and nervous system are primarily

affected ; that great disorganization constantly occurs

in the digestive organs, the stomach and duodenum

commonly exhibiting marks of high inflammation, and

approaching sphacelus, and at other times appear-

ances similar to those which ensue from the action

of the most narcotic poisons ;* and that not unfre-

quently the same morbid effects extend throughout

the whole intestinal canal. Besides this, let the re-

ciprocal action of the brain and of the digestive

organs on each other be considered, and the intimate

connection which exists between local disease and the

disorders of the whole system, as the phenomena re-

sulting from them are particularly evident in yellow

fever, and the position before advanced receives

strong additional support.

It is scarcely necessary to remark, that mercury

seldom fails to weaken the constitution, and always

to impair the digestive functions of those even who

* See also Observations on that form of Pestilence called Yellow Fever,

by Edward Miller, M. D. Med. Rep. vol. 2. p. 379-.
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in these respects are in a sound state. How then is

it practicable, by the use of calomel, to diminish

those acute pains in the gastric region, or to allay

that extreme irritability of the stomach, which are

the concomitants of yellow fever ? The suggestions

of reason are confirmed by experience. These symp-

toms, instead of being removed, are greatly aggra-

vated, and while the acute gastric affection becomes

still more violent, an excessive vomiting is induced,

.which in many cases terminates but with the life of

the patient. The observations of the venerable Dr. S.

Bard and of Dr. Hosack, of New-York, of Dr. Currie,

of Philadelphia, of Dr. Chatard, of Baltimore, and of

Dr. Wheaton, of Providence, during the prevalence

of this disease in those respective places, are directly

in support of this fact.

But it is declared that the success of the mercurial

practice depends upon salivation, and the recovery of

the patient has been pronounced to be certain when-

ever this effect of mercury was perceived to take

place. As, however, inflammatory symptoms in nu-

merous instances constitute the first stage of yellow

fever, when the peculiar operation of mercury during

their predominance is considered, and the impractica-

bility of exciting salivation, it must be acknowledged

that this remedy is but ill calculated to mitigate the

violence, or to arrest the progress of the disease.

Equally apparent isit, that in the more advanced stage

6
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of the complaint, when the more formidable and

alarming symptoms have already taken place, a re-

liance upon mercury will be attended with disappoint-

ment. The great prostration of strength under which

the patient now labours forbids recourse to a medicine

the action of which is so powerfully debilitating ; the

rapid termination of the disease sets at defiance the

slow and uncertain accomplishment of salivation.

There is yet another argument which remains to be

considered, which cannot but still more strongly con-

firm the doubts concerning the propriety of depend-

ing upon the action of the salivary glands as a remedy
for yellow fever. Salivation, even in those cases in

which it is produced, does not invariably secure the

safety of the patient. Two instances in support of

this fact fell under the observation of Dr. Hosack, in

which, though salivation had been brought on by
mercury, it did not prevent the fatal termination of
the disease, nor was its beneficial effects manifested
by any alleviation of its symptoms. Several other

cases of a similar kind occurred to Dr. J. C. Osborn,
of this city, and many others came to his knowledge
while he practised physic during the prevalence of
the yellow fever in North Carolina in 1799, which
were attended with the same result.

Having thus examined, with as much brevity as the
importance of the subject admits, the claims which
mercury is said to possess in the treatment of the yel-
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low fever ofthe United States, and attempted to show-

that they are not only altogether unfounded, but that

the remedy itself, employed in the manner recom-

mended, is highly inimical to the constitution, perhap?

it is incumbent on the writer to state a preferable

practice. This, however, formed no part of the plan

he originally proposed, neither can he be considered

competent to so responsible an undertaking. Yet

if it be allowable to offer his ideas on this sub-

ject, he does not hesitate to declare, that what may

be denominated the sudorific plan, appears to be

by far the most successful. After the necessary

evacuations from the stomach and bowels, and in

some instances from the blood vessels, by the lancet,

the administration of those remedies which relax the

surface of the body, and promote the cuticular dis-

charges, are particularly indicated ; these kept up for

some time, are found to be the most efficient means

in the cure of yellow fever.

The abuse of mercury, as before remarked, is

not confined to the treatment of the yellow fever.

General recourse is now had to the same remedy for

the cure of all the various forms of intermittent and

remittentfever which prevail in different parts of our

country, and for every variety or type of fever, from

the purest inflammatory to the lowest grade of typhus.

Upon whatever principles of pathology the practice

is attempted to be maintained, the fact is indubitable,
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and too singular to pass over without animadversion.

The operation of the several functions of the body,

and the derangements of particular organs, are alto-

gether disregarded, (though the phenomena ofmorbid

action in many cases originate from local affections
;)

and upon the conjectural idea of general disease, one

remedy, modified according to the peculiar notion of

each individual, is alone indicated.

But there are other reasons assigned in justification

of the mercurial practice in these diseases. The pri-

mary cause of intermitting and remitting fevers, it is

said, depends upon some derangement in the secretory

vessels of the liver; these, it is contended, must.be

unlocked in order to effect a cure, and mercury is the

key to the hepatic system. Hence it is necessary to

saturate the body with mercury. As to the febrile

diseases characterized by another train of symptoms,

in which all the marks of pure synochal fever are pre-

sent, on the principle that they arise from a general

fulness and preternatural action of the vessels, it is

essential for the cure to diminish the former and allay

the latter, and mercury is now employed to attain

both these objects. With regard to typhus, as it is

distinguished by a disturbed state of the sensorial

functions, and great prostration of strength, these

symptoms are to be removed by restoring the general
excitement and giving proper tone to the system.
Mercury is now said to possess, in an eminent deoree.
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the property of restoring and equalizing the excite-

ment of the whole system ; its tonic power is its " pri-

mary operation," and in its primary operation it

" communicates general vigour."* Thus it is that a

single remedy possesses a " universal fitness," and is

admirably calculated for all the various kinds of fe-

brile disorders ! The pernicious consequences result-

ing from such practice are next to proverbial.

In the treatment of the diseases universally ac-

knowledged to arise from specific contagion, mercury

has at length become an active constituent in almost

all the various articles employed for that purpose,

and there is every reason to believe that the evils re-

sulting from such practice have greatly counterba-

lanced the advantages. But the consideration of one

only of those forms belonging to this class can

be here attempted. Notwithstanding all that has

been written, so ill defined are the diagnostic signs of

hies venerea, whether it assumes the form of a local

affection, or operates more immediately on the whole

system ; so various and complicated are its symptoms

in its different stages, and so uncertain its course and

termination, that there are few complaints which re-

quire a more intimate knowledge of their nature in

order to effect a radical cure ; and it may well be

questioned, whether the mal-administration of there-

v Murray's System of Mat. Med. vol. 1. p. 213*
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medy lias not produced as destructive consequences

as the disease itself. The practical observer will re-

collect how numerous are the diseases arising from

causes essentially different from that which gives

origin to the venereal, yet, nevertheless, in their

characters bear an exact resemblance to it ; that

the venereal not unfrequently exists in combination

with other disorders ; and that from errors in the mode

of treatment, not only its nature may become altoge-

ther changed, but diseases equally formidable be

brought on.

The existence of diseases of the first kind, " wearing

the livery" of lues venerea, did not escape the ac ute

penetration of Mr. Hunter; and the subsequent la*

bours of Mr. Abernethy have more fully disclosed

their perplexing nature. But as there are no discrimi-

nating marks by which they may be distinguished,

there is yet no general rule of practice established*

The effects of mercury upon them are various. Ac^-

cording to Mr. Abernethy, they are sometimes cured

by it, sometimes they are only checked, and at other

times aggravated.* This, however, is certain, that

mercury may be misapplied in the treatment of these

anomalous cases ; and the practical caution of Mr.

Hunter is not to be forgotten ; that " it is nearly as

* Surgical Observations, part 2. on diseases resembling Syphilis.



47

dangerous, in many constitutions, to give mercury

where the disease is not venereal, as to omit it in those

which are."* In the diseases of the second kind, it is

equally well known* after the removal of the specific

infection for which recourse was had to mercury, that

the other symptoms under which the patient may

labour are so deceptive, as to be enumerated among

the secondary effects of the venereal, and instead of

yielding to the power of the same remedy, become

more alarming, and if its use be persisted in, terminate

fatally. And as far as relates to the cure of this dis-

ease, those most conversant with it have furnished

sufficient proofs of the pernicious consequences at-

tendant upon errors in its treatments

Of these errors, the common, and probably the

most destructive, is the inducing of profuse sali-

vation, which is generally brought on bythrowing into

the system large quantities of mercury. To do this

in the shortest possible time is the immediate object,

and calomel pills, or some other form of mercury, is

taken internally, and mercurial unguents or frictions

employed. The evident result of such practice can-

* Hunter, ut antea, p. 381.

f See the respective publications of Hunter, Bell, Swediaur, and How-

ard, on the Venereal. Pearson on the effect of vaiious articles in the cure

of Lues Venerea. Alley's Observ. on Hydragyria. M'Mullin on the Ery-

thema Mercuriale, Ed. Med. and Surg. Journal, vol 2. p. 25. Willan on

the Diseases of the Skin, and Matbias on the Mercurial Disease.
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not fail to be injurious to the constitution. When
this discharge is thus excited, it often continues until

a total exhaustion of the strength of the patient. In

many cases, where it has been thought to have remo-

ved the disease, it has proved to be only a temporary

cessation ; and in other instances, it has converted a

comparatively mild disorder into one infinitely more

dangerous.

As the venereal arises from the introduction of a

specific morbid matter into the system, so the pecu-

liar action of this matter constitutes the disease. The
particular manner in which it produces the various

changes from a healthy to a diseased state, though too

subtle to be observed by the senses, appears to be

sufficiently well understood, from the effects which

take place. They, indeed, are numerous, but pro-

bably depend chiefly upon an altered and impure

condition of the fluids, from which sources all parts

ef the body may be affected. The idea of a ferment,

therefore, or, rather, of an assimilating process, is

most consonant to the phenomena which accompany
the operation of the specific matter of lues venerea.

The poison of disease may be taken up by the ab-

sorbents, and a local affection be induced ; this soon

becomes general, according to the virulence of the

matter and the susceptibility of the constitution.

If these principles be correct, it follows, that in the

cure of the venereal, such remedies are to be em-
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ployed as operate more directly in promoting the

action of all the secretory vessels of the body, and

especially those of the surface ; because, as before

stated, by this action the morbid process which has

taken place will be arrested, and the assimilated mat-

ter carried out of the body. Equally opposed, there-

fore, to the opinion declared by Mr. Bell, that " no

advantage is derived from any increase that may be

made to any of the secretions,"* and to that of Mr.

Howard, who is the advocate for profuse salivation,

even in the mildest form of the disease, and who con-

tends, that the greater the discharge the more certain

the cure ;f the truth lies between them, and the most

certain and effectual practice depends upon an increas-

ed discharge fromthe excretory vessels of the wholesystem.

To render plain truths still plainer, and to show, on

this subject, more strikingly the incorrectness of Mr.

Bell and of Mr. Howard, let it be recollected, that the

effect of every preparation of mercury is uniformly

evinced by a greater discharge of some of the secre-

tions ; and this effect is so constant, that it sometimes

takes place from the use of the mineral in a crude

state.J In short, as Mr. Hunter remarks, there is no

proof of its affecting the constitution without this con-

sequence ; and its employment assuredly cannot be.

• Treatise on the Venereal, vol. 2. p. 272.

\ Observations on the Venereal nisease, vol. 1. p. 29?

* Mead's Medical Works, vol. 1. p. 106.-.

7k



followed by any salutary result, unless it operates

upon the constitution. But it is useless to dwell on

this point, and there are probably few men of obser-

vation who will accede to the sentiment expressed

by Mr. Bell. The opinion stated by Mr. Howard, of

the necessity of profuse salivation in every case, had

its advocates at a very early period in the history of

this medicine, and though perhaps scarely any opinion

has at different times been more warmly embraced, or

more indignantly rejected, it nevertheless at the pre-

sent day is one of the most popular. It seems to owe

this general reception to the well known principles

espoused by Mr. Hunter, that no two morbid actions

can exist at the same time, and that one irritation de-

stroys another. And yet nothing can be more evi-

dent, from Mr. Hunter's writings, than that this veiy

practice met in him a decided enemy.

It is of minor consideration to be informed of the

causes which have given origin to this mode of treat-

ment; and painful indeed the recollection of the

miseries it has created. No absurdity in medical prac-

tice has been the destruction of more lives ; none the

source of more pain and calamity. Well might Dr.

Hoffman pronounce the abuse of this remedy, in the

hands of the unskilful, to be more terrible than the

sword. The pages of the older writers, as well as

those of the modern, fully confirm the fact. Yet this

method of cure is still popular, still pursued both in

private practice and in public institutions.



51

From the theory which has already been given of

the nature and character of the venereal, the constitu-

tion is the seat of the disease, and the indications of

cure will accordingly be more readily fulfilled by the

employment of those remedies which attack the dis-

order by their operation on the whole system. To

obtain this end, mercury possesses superior claims, and

those preparations of it which more directly act upon

the secretory vessels of the surface, for the reasons be-

fore mentioned, are to be preferred. A preternatural

action from any one of the secretions is not to be de-

pended on, as " it is only a proof of the susceptibility

of some parts to such a stimulus,"* and the disease will

remain uncured, as is shown from the stationary ap-

pearance of local affections.f By topical applications

too, local affections may assume the healthy character,

and yet the constitution remain contaminated. Mer-

cury, therefore, to employ the forcible language of

Mr. Hunter, must be in a state of solution in the

juices of the body.

The murias hydrargyria or the corrosive sublimate,

is recommended for these several purposes j a form of

mercury which, like every other, has had many oppo-

nents and adherents. It is thought by some to have

been first employed as an anti-venereal by Basil Va-

lentine,:}: but, upon the authority of the celebrated

* Hunter, ut antea, p. 344. See also Ferriar, vol. 3. p. 257.

f Hunter, p. 341. Saunder's on the Liver, 4th ed. appendix, p. 7".

:, Pearson, nt antea, p. 160.
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Van Swieten, it came into general use only in 1754,

and the favourable reports of its efficacy " would fill,"

says Mr. Pearson, " a volume of considerable magni-

tude." In the number of its advocates may be found

the distinguished names of Locher, De Haen, Pringle,

Cleghorn, Gorden, Russell, Stoll, and Lewis. Among

the principal advantages which it possesses over that,

of every other preparation of the same remedy are,

that, judiciously administered, it is particularly mild

and safe in its operation, will admit of a more exten-

sive use in all the various forms of lues venerea,

and subject the patient to fewer inconveniences : that

it readily enters into the general circulation, becomes

miscible with the several fluids of the body, the soonest

arrests the progress of the complaint, and eliminates

the morbid matter through those emunctories best

calculated for that purpose : that it supersedes the

necessity of salivation, by its action on all the secre-

tions, and by promoting especially the cuticular dis-

charges, and the evacuations from the kidneys : that

it is the only preparation to be depended on in those

peculiar habits of body so susceptible to beeome sali-

vated by every other form of mercury now in use

:

that in its ultimate effects upon the constitution, it is

attended with comparitively no injury. These facts

are truly important, and many of them are granted by
those who altogether reject it.

Is it not a little unfortunate for the advocates of the

other forms of this medicine, that the objections which
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have been brought against the corrosive sublimate are

so dissimilar ? It has been assigned as a reason against

the preparation itself, that it has failed of its salutary

effects by being given in too small doses. By some its

anti-venereal properties are said to be lost on account

of its too readily exciting the cuticular discharge ; by

others it is owing to its defective action on the secre-

tions of the skin and mouth. By some it is admitted

to be beneficial in the primary stage ofthe disease, and

by others it is contended that it is calculated to remove

only secondary symptoms. It is also declared that it

is violent and uncertain in its operation, and that it

does not render the cure permanent.* Some of these

objections are, indeed, weighty, and were they well

founded, would fully justify the abandonment of this

peculiar combination of mercury ; but if the least re-

liance is to be placed upon the experience and obser-

vation of those who have employed the corrosive sub-

limate with the most disinterested and honourable

views, and solely to determine upon its anti-venereal

powers, evidence sufficient to prove their fallacy, de-

rived from indubitable sources, might be adduced.

The testimony of Dr. Locher, of the Vienna hospital,

is so full and explicit, that it were an omission not to

insert it. Having witnessed the " horrid calamities"

arising from salivation and other abuses which exist-

ed in that institution in the management of venereal

* Huhter, Howard, Pearson, Mathias, and others.
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patients, upon the recommendation of Van Swiden,

he made trial of the corrosive sublimate. From the

year 1754 to 1762, he cured by it no less than 4880

persons, without inducing salivation ; and testifies, that

" no persons died, or experienced the least painful and

dangerous symptoms, in consequence of this reme-

dy."* In the cases in which the same preparation was

recommended by Pringlc,f the cures that were effect-

ed were permanent, and from the repeated experience

of many other writers, the same result ensued.

As some one or more of the articles of the vegeta-

ble kingdom are in general employed in those cases

in which the corrosive sublimate is administered, it

would not be irrelevant to examine how far they are

entitled to particular confidence. It may not be im-

proper to remark, that of the many which have been

or are now made use of, the lignum guaiaci and the

radix sarsaparilUt seems to claim the first notice.

They are acknowledged to be useful during the ad-

ministration of the muriate of mercury, in cases of re-

cent affection ; and in the secondary symptoms of the

disease, for the evils which have taken place from the

injudicious employment of mercury, &c. their saluta-

ry operation has been uniformly evinced.

Before concluding the present exercise, it is but

proper to state, that the preparation of mercury nowT

* Locher's Observat. Pract. as quoted by Van Swieten, Commentaries,

vol. xvii p. 294.

f Gordon's Lond. Med. Obs. and Inq. vol. 1. p. 365. vol. 2. p. T2-
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recommended, has been employed for the last seven-

teen years in the private practice ofProfessor Hosack,

and during his attendance at the New-York State Pri-

son, New-York Hospital, and the Alms-house of this

city, as physician of those institutions. It has invari-

ably been found to be the remedy best calculated for

the removal of lues venerea, both in its primary and

secondary stages ; and not a single case is recollected

in which the cure has not been permanent. Those

injurious effects upon the stomach and bowels, which

are so much apprehended, were avoided by a cautious

employment of the medicine, and by a due considera-

tion of the peculiarities in the constitution and state

of the patient From this form of mercury, salivation

scarcely ever was induced ; and while under its in-

fluence, the employment of the decoct, guaiac. et sar-

saparil. was found to be an excellent auxiliary in

recent cases ; and in the secondary stage of the dis-

ease, where the patient had been neglected, or when

improprieties in the cure had been committed, it was

almost indispensable.

To conclude. Though satisfied that the muriate

of mercury possessed full claims to the title of a

powerful anti-venereal, from a perusal of the testimo-

ny published in its favour, and from a personal know-

ledge of the result of several cases in which it had

been employed ; with the view of more fully deter-

mining so important a subject, and to ascertain as far

as practicable whether the objections which have been
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stated against it, particularly those of the distinguish-

ed Mr. John Pearson, were founded in reality; at the

suggestion of the writer, the use of the muriate of

mercury was adopted in the spring of the present year

(1811) in the New-York Hospital, by Mr. John C.

Cheesman, the house surgeon. From the extensive

charity which this excellent institution affords, there

was now abundant opportunity ofseeing almost every

form of this disease, from the more mild to the most

aggravated ; cases of recent infection and those oflong

standing. After a careful examination of the histories

of a great variety of cases, a selection was made of

several of those affected with the primary, and of

others labouring under the secondary stages of this

disease. The corrosive sublimate was given, in some

instances, in the form of the spirituous solution, and

in other instances made into pills ; the decoct, guaiac.

et sarsaparil. was employed as an auxiliary, and occa-

sional recourse was had to the application of the lunar

caustic ; but the external use of every preparation of

mercury was omitted. The result of these several

cases was attended with complete success.

FINIS.
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